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Abstract 
This study looked at the discursive construction of career women in Malaysia edition of Cleo, ,  a women’s magazine which is 
also published in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Singapore. This study used the framework of Fairclough (1995, 
2001), widely known as the three-dimensional framework, that analyses a text as well as the context ‘engaged’ in a dialectical 
relation (Fairclough, 2009). 12 articles from Cleo about career women, published between August 2007 and August 2008, were 
analysed. The articles titled ‘Career Coach’ addressed divergent issues on career women (e.g., workplace problems, personality 
problems, and acquisition of workplace skills and ethics). The analysis shows how the identities of career women in Malaysia are 
constructed according to the modern and globalised system of management discourses, by means of ‘empowering’ them in terms 
of job skills, knowledge, actions and personalities. The analysis further shows that popular media is consistently trying to shape 
the preferred identity(s) for women, in this case through the means of a female magazine. 
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1. Introduction 
In the contemporary world, the media plays an active role in the construction of identity (Krefting, 2002). While 
the electronic media stages the identity debate in various live television shows, the print media follows suit by using 
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poignant linguistic means in the form of writing. Like any other identities, women’s preferred identity is contested 
and constructed (Ellemers, Spears & Doosje, 1999).  
Formation of an identity may be culture specific, but it can also involve issues rooted in economy, power 
relations, patriarchy and other values, which are often read as ‘sacred’ markers of a society. Therefore, construction 
of an ‘ideal’ identity is deemed here an important issue (Kooi-Chin & Turner, 2007). Hence, there is an imperative 
that researchers of identity take notions of intertextuality and interdiscursivity seriously, while acknowledging that 
these notions are constructed mostly through linguistic means. Since the 1990s, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 
within the paradigm of applied linguistics, evolved as a research approach that takes special interest in showing how 
identities are a context-specific discursive formation (Wodak & Meyer, 2009) through selective reference to other 
texts and discourses. 
In this study, the three-dimensional approach of Fairclough (1995, 2001), which has a specific relevance to the 
analysis of identity in a specific context, was adopted (Fairclough 2001, p. 9) to see how a fashion magazine, i.e. 
Cleo, prefers to construct career women’s identity through linguistic means, under the light of CDA. This 
Faircloughian approach can also be interpreted as exerting the values of applied linguistics in ‘ideal’ form as this 
approach begins with the analysis of linguistic items, i.e., a description of the linguistic items in the dataset. In 
Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework of discourse (1995, 2001), the data is interpreted at three different levels: 
textual analysis which describes the linguistic features of the text; processing analysis which interprets the discursive 
practices of the text; and social analysis which explains the wider social practice to which the communicative event 
belongs. 
 
1.1. Statement of the Problem 
This study looks at the discursive construction of career women in Cleo, (Malaysia edition) a women’s magazine, 
which is also published in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Singapore. Cleo’s main purpose is to inform 
the readers, particularly women of the new millennium, on the latest fashion, beauty tips, makeovers, fitness tools, 
shopping and online advice (askCleo.com.my). This magazine is published once a month, containing sections such 
as Beauty Spy, Product Reviews, Cleo Culture (featuring several articles) and Q & A. The career articles–labeled as 
‘Career Coach’ by Cleo--presumably is meant to give advice and to coach the readers regarding their career.  
 In order to explain Cleo’s construction of career women, the three-dimensional lexicogrammatical 
framework of Fairclough (2001, 1995) within the wider framework of Critical Discourse Analysis 
(henceforthCDA), was adopted. CDA and, especially, the lexicogrammatical approach were chosen as frameworks 
for analysis because of their emphasis upon language as a form of social practice (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999). 
Using CDA, this study will go beyond an investigation of linguistically produced texts to interpret the discursive 
practices produced and constituted by the text, as well as to investigate and explain the socio-cultural effects of these 
texts. 
1.2. Objectives of the Study 
The objectives of this study are two-fold:  (1) to identify the linguistic means used by Cleo to construct the 
subject position of a Malaysian career woman; and (2) to identify the linguistic means used by Cleo to construct 
career women’s negotiations with workplace values. 
1.3. Research Questions 
This study poses two research questions and they are divided into sub-questions. 
 
1. What are the linguistic means through which Cleo constructs the subject position(s) of career women?  
a. How are the subject position(s) of career women constructed in legitimate/non-legitimate terms by Cleo? 
b. How are the subject position(s) of career women constructed in normative/non-normative terms by Cleo? 
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2. What are the linguistic means through which Cleo constructs career women’s negotiations with workplace 
values? 
a. What are the linguistic means through which Cleo constructs career women being competitive at their 
workplace? 
b. What are the linguistic means through which Cleo constructs career women being co-operative in a team at 
their workplace? 
c. What are the linguistic means through which Cleo constructs career women tackling problems and 
struggles at their workplace? 
2. Literature Review 
The focus of this study is to examine writings on the construction of career women in a women’s magazine 
through the analytical lens of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). I found a number of studies on the construction of 
women (Brandth, 2008, Piran, 2005, Tang and Wong, 2002) in general, and also career women (Charlesworth, 1999, 
Watts, 2007, Kahu and Morgan, 2007), in particular. Howeve, almost none of these studies looked at the 
construction of career women in a women’s magazine, using a discourse analytical framework. Therefore, this 
current study stands as one of the first to undertake such attempt.  
 In order to understand the construction of women in women’s magazine, a study which discussed the 
construction of women’s general identity through women’s magazines by Coulthard (1996) was selected. 
Coulthard’s study revealed women’s discourses produced by the magazines, such as discourses on women’s lives 
and desires, ideal careers and ideal relationships. Coulthard believes that women’s magazines were a tool to preserve 
cultural values ‘since they construct an ‘ideal’ reader who was at the same time both produced and in a sense 
imprisoned by the text’ (Coulthard, 1996). 
 Numerous studies were also selected to provide insights in terms of how to analyse the data. Furthermore, 
other studies on career women, particularly working women who have embraced other social positions such as 
homemakers, were reviewed in order to get an idea of how far two men can cope with more than one position in 
their daily lives and what kind of impact they may exert while in such situations. Overall, regardless of the 
differences they have in analysis, methodology and objectives, many studies reveal how women are constructed 
within different kinds of discursive practices in which they actively produce social and psychological realities 
(Harré, 2001). 
 As such, the existence of numerous studies on career women in terms of their performance and personality 
at work provides insight for this study to search for gaps in career women studies. 
 
3. Research Methodology 
3.1. Data Gathering Process 
This study selected a career-related article featured in a section labeled as ‘Career Coach’ in Cleo, Malaysia 
edition. The section is published monthly with several in-house editors who are in charge of its writing. Besides 
Malaysia, Cleo is published in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and Singapore. The magazine contains issues 
about beauty, fashion, latest products in stores, and Q&A sections on life, sex, relationships, health and fitness 
advice, as well as career articles. Cleo was rated as Malaysia’s best-selling, English-language women’s title within 
three years of its launch in 1995 (http://www.acp.com.au/Cleo-malaysia.htm). According to Cleo’s official Malaysia 
website, the magazine managed to attract the highest number of readers in Malaysia, particularly among women in 
their early to late 20s. The possibility is that the magazine targets average income group women who have just 
started their career and who are about to build to a higher level. Each career article contained in Cleo is normally 
two to five pages, which includes images associated with the theme or topic of the article. 
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3.2. Methods of Data Analysis 
This study uses CDA as an approach, particularly Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework, to analyse the texts 
as well as the context. The framework was first introduced by Fairclough in 1995. The analysis interpreted the data 
(lexical items in the articles) in three different levels of analysis, i.e., text analysis (description), processing analysis 
(interpretation) and finally social analysis (explanation). Each phase in this three dimensional analysis can be 
divided into three categories (Experiential, Relational and Expressive). Instead of providing a three-layer analysis of 
each dimension, I provided a simultaneous analysis of the dimensions. This means that I reported the Experiential 
values in description, interpretation and explanation. In other words, instead of the dimensions, the layers of 
Experiential, Relational and Expressive categories became the guiding tools for analysis. This approach was 
developed in line with Fairclough’s analytical framework outlined in his book, Language and Power (2001).  
Referring to the three categories, the first one is known as Experiential, followed by Relational and the last one is 
Expressive. The Experiential category submits to content of the texts which to show how ‘the text’s producer 
experience of the natural or social world’ (Fairclough, 1995). This means that Experiential category should cover the 
items such as vocabulary chosen by the texts and other linguistics features (modes of sentences and phrases and 
style of writing) that come directly from the texts and the knowledge it provides to the readers. Relational category 
extends the coverage of Experiential to another level, i.e. the relationships the text may enact in the discourse which 
include the social relationships between participants within the texts. Finally, the Expressive category is considered 
the widest sense of the values as it relates to the reality of the text production (the text producer’s evaluation of the 
text) and that includes the subjects and their social identities (Fairclough, 2001).  The method can be summarised in 
the following table: 
     Table 1.Formal features of Experiential, Relational and Expressive categories (adapted from Fairclough, 2001) 
Dimensions of meaning Values of features Structural effects 
Contents Experiential Knowledge/beliefs 
Relations Relational Social relations 
Subjects Expressive Social identities 
 
There are three main categories of analysis with several sub-categories devised to ensure the analysis aligns with 
the objectives and research questions of this study. The sub-categories were created not only for general 
understanding but also to achieve the saturation of data in a more organised and structured method. The three main 
categories and their sub-categories are as follows: 
 
1. Identifying the Roles/Identity/Behaviour/Action of Career Women in Malaysia. 
1.1 Legitimate/Non-legitimate 
1.2 Normative/Non-normative 
This first category discussed how Cleo identified the legitimate/non-legitimate and normative/non-normative 
subject position(s) of career women in Malaysia. This category answered the first research question of this study.  
 
2. Labeling the Roles/Identity/Behaviour/Action of Career Women in Malaysia. 
2.1     Legitimate/Non-legitimate 
2.2.    Normative/Non-normative 
This second category elaborated how Cleo labeled the legitimate/non-legitimate and normative/non-normative 
subject position(s) of career women in Malaysia. This category also answered the first research question of this 
study. 
 
3. Rules that Circumscribe Career Women 
3.1     Mistakes done by career women that have led to problems, struggles and challenges at work 
3.2     Solutions suggested by Cleo towards the problems, struggle and challenges at work. 
3.3     Reproduction of the career women and identity construction. 
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This final category unveiled how Cleo constructed career women’s negotiations with workplace values; to what 
extent they were being competitive, co-operative and how they tackled problems and struggles at work. This 
category answered the second question of this study. 
 
4. Findings 
The categories and their sub-categories of data analysis were created to simplify the understanding of the 
interpretation of the data as well as to show how the data can be analysed differently in three levels of analysis, i.e., 
description (Experiential), processing analysis (Relational) and social analysis (Expressive).  
Having research questions as guidelines, I have provided analysis accordingly to ensure the organisation of the 
results. Therefore, the first two categories of analysis on the previous page were found to be answering the first 
research question, i.e. looking at how Cleo constructed career women’s subject position(s). According to the data, it 
was found that the career women were constructed firstly out of their femininity.  Cleo highly emphasised the 
notions of ‘empowering’ and ‘liberating’ career women. The idea of the career women being independent, 
disciplined, organised and motivated is significantly highlighted in order to be considered as ‘ideal’ and ‘real’ career 
women. The magazine also constructed a subject position of career women who were detached from any other social 
positions, with the position as a career woman identified as the highest priority for women to embrace and to 
conform. Hence, they were expected to be ‘strong’ and ‘aggressive’ in building their career and personality at work, 
which resembles the traits found in their male counterparts (Cleveland, Stockdale & Murphy, 2000). 
As a result of prioritising their position as career women, I found that Cleo has constructed the career women 
beyond Malaysia’s collective values and norms as the data seemed to encourage the women to do whatever they 
think ‘right’ although it was not ‘approved’ by the societal norms – upheld in the West as hedonistic values (Haynes, 
2008). This is evident from the data that hardly discusses the career women and their roles after the working hours. 
The idea of having family and social network did not seem to gain any favour from the authors.  
Subsequently, guided by the second research question, I investigated the relationships enacted in the texts that 
fall under the third category of analysis, i.e. looking at how Cleo constructed career women’s negotiations with 
workplace values. I discovered that professionalism in client relationships was very crucial and legitimized by the 
authors to uphold the standard that they set. The magazine upheld the importance of being ‘professional’ by 
highlighting the ‘right’ etiquettes at work, the ‘right’ corporate language to know, the ‘right’ way to do the ‘perfect’ 
job and the ‘wrong’ acts to practise at work. According to the analysis made, I could conclude that the requirement 
and demand of the market (working industry) nowadays is very high in terms of being challenging and competitive. 
A woman has to fight to prove that she is worthy to be hired for a certain job. Therefore, the data appears to show 
that career women must always get themselves the right set of personalities, attitudes and skills in order to be 
considered as ‘ideal’ and ‘real’ career women, who should meet the current requirements and demand of the 
working industry. Whatever found by the authors, which was considered as a ‘mistake’, had to be rectified 
immediately, as I have discovered that the authors hardly tolerated mistakes and failures by the women at work. In 
other words, career women were required to meet ‘perfection’ in all areas in order to submit themselves to the 
notion of ‘ideal’ career women as constructed by Cleo.  
Finally, under the light of the last sub-category of the third category of analysis, Cleo presented the reproduction 
of career women within current corporate culture and management discourses. The analysis showed that they were 
required to perform as good (or even better) as their male counterparts, and there were times they need to ‘suppress’ 
their ‘femininity’ traits. This trend may suggest that men still hold a prime status in the current working industry that 
the women were encouraged to copy (Holmes, 2006). It also unveiled the idea that the authors highly supported the 
notion of having women with career. In other words, the text producers appeared to ‘empower’ women nowadays to 
earn a living to fit in and considered ‘ideal’ in the modern and globalised discourse of management (Collins, 2000). 
Overall, the analysis showed that the authors of career articles in Cleo had constructed career women of what they 
think as ‘ideal’ in the current modern discourse of management.   
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5. Conclusion 
5.1. Implications of the Study 
There are a few implications of this study. Firstly, this study had examined the discursive construction of subject 
position(s) of career women by Cleo. In other words, the analysis showed that Cleo had linguistically constructed 
career women solely as career women, confined to their working institutions. It may show the current trend where 
women nowadays are highly encouraged to join the working force and, hence, other social roles may appear less 
significant to the authors. 
 Secondly, the analysis also showed that the women were constructed beyond the commonly collective norms in 
Malaysia, which may reflect the rise of ‘Western’ values by society in this country. By conducting this study, I also 
discovered the contested notion of capitalist mode of production, often opposed to the norms, and its existence in 
certain countries such as Malaysia. Therefore, the authors had to empower career women with ‘masculine’ traits in 
order to meet the standard of capitalism in the working industry, which is also influenced by the contemporary 
discourse of management. Therefore, it may be surmised that the authors were guided by this discourse to reproduce 
the current notion of career women in Malaysia. 
Subsequently, this study delineated the discursive construction of women who were consistently negotiating with 
workplace values, such as being competitive, being co-operative working in a team and being able to tackle 
problems and survive the workplace. The findings may indicate the behaviour and attitude of career women in 
Malaysia in general and how the women cope with it.  
 Finally, I managed to identify a few issues involving women’s careers in Malaysia, which were disseminated by 
Cleo, particularly through its career articles. It showed what were the expected skills, attitudes and personalities of 
organizations towards their female employees. It also unveiled the construction of ideal woman who must be well-
accepted by the colleagues at her workplace as well as the whole organisation. 
 . 
5.2. Limitation of the Study 
This study has its own scope and limitations in presenting its data to the readers. First of all, only twelve articles 
were selected (from twelve different issues of Cleo, covering twelve months, from August 2007 till August 2008) to 
present the data of this study. Therefore, the scope of the finding was limited to represent the construction of career 
women in Malaysia according to a women’s magazine point of view. 
Secondly, all twelve articles were selected from the same magazine, specificallyCleo, which may not precisely 
present the idea of the construction of career women in other magazines. Therefore, this study cannot and will not 
generalize the construction of career women in Malaysia in a women’s magazine. 
5.3. Recommendation for further study 
This study has a few recommendations: firstly, it would be very interesting to find out what kind of construction 
of career women depicted by other women’s magazines in Malaysia, besides Cleo; such as Female, Marie Claire or 
Elle.  
Secondly, this study would like to recommend a further study using a different CDA framework besides 
Fairclough’s three-dimensional framework of discourse analysis (1995, 2001). Perhaps, further research could 
embark on a study using CDA frameworks propounded by Wodak or van Djik. 
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